Agrigento is a town on the south-west coast of Sicily, famous for its groups of ancient Greek temples. In 1976 the population was 49 979. There is a general hospital in the town but it has no neurological unit and no neurologists attached to it, and there is a large psychiatric hospital. Patients with neurological disorders generally go to Palermo or Catania, or farther afield, to establish the diagnosis. Nearly all the doctors in the town who were interviewed believed that multiple sclerosis (MS) was extremely uncommon; most of them claimed they had not seen a patient with MS resident in Agrigento city.
Method
No records could be found of any patients with MS at the general hospital, Ospedale Generale, in Agrigento, but patients' records were not indexed by diagnosis. The husband of one of the nurses at the hospital suffered from MS and this patient was well-documented. Two patients with MS were known to the psychiatrists at the Ospedale Psichiatrica in Agrigento. Records were searched at the psychiatric and general hospitals in Palermo, Catania, Enna, and Messina for any MS patients resident in Agrigento city, and a search was carried out farther afield in Naples, Rome, and Bologna and at the Centro Studi Sclerosi Multipla in Gallarate, Milano. The records of the national health insurance groups were searched for possible MS patients and the clergy of Agrigento were asked if they knew of any patients with symptoms due to MS. Two of the men patients were father and son, otherwise there was no family history among the patients. The first symptoms among the 16 patients with probable MS were paresis in seven and paraesthesia, retrobulbar neuritis, and ataxia in three each respectively.
The average age of onset was 25-6 (21.9 for men and 28*9 for women) and the average age on prevalence day was 41-1 (40.4 men, 41-6 women).
Four of the patients had had early onset of symptoms, man no. 3 at the age of 8, man no. 7 at the age of 11, woman no. 6 at the age of 16 and woman no. 7 at the age of 13.
All the patients except woman no. The high prevalence in Sicily is in sharp contrast to the low prevalence, 4 per 100 000, in the islands of Malta.6 Sicily and Malta are therefore at a junction of high and low prevalence in the Mediterranean, and it is in these islands that the genetic and environmental factors responsible for MS may be unravelled.
